MEDIATION SERVICE METHOD FOR 
COLLECTING AND SELLING PIECES OF 
SELLING PRICE INFORMATION THAT MATCHES A REQUEST 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

The present Invention relates to a mediation sendee method for 
collecting and selling pieces of selling price information. In particul;^, 
the Invention relates to a mediation service method for collecting, for 
example, pieces of selling price information of a commodity with lower 
prices over a network in response to a request from a user, and 
suppling those pieces of selling price Infomnation to the user, 

In recent years, auctions etc, using the Internet have come to be 
carried out actively, whereby an environment that enables trading of a 
commodity or the like between individuate, for example, at a low 
commission is now being established. 

Among conventional techniques relating to the mediating service 
of selling price information is a shopping assisting apparatus disclosed in 
Jap^ese Unexamined Patent Publtoation (JP-A) No. H 10-63725. To 
assist a user in generating of a shopping memo based on sales 
advertisements of respective stores, this shopping assisting apparatus 
markets a commodity tiie user wants to buy. For this purpose, the 
shopping assisting apparatus obtain advertisements over a network and 
forms a table of those advertisements that enables easy search and 
thereby quickly supplies the user with price information or the like of 
each store. In this manner, the shopping assisting apparatus guides a 
user In determining a store that markets a commodity he wants to buy 
and that matches his requirements. 
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A commodity search system is known that is disclosed in 
Japanese Unexamined Patent Publication (JP-A) No. H 9-261468. In 
this commodity search system, a host computer that connects, via a 
network, users and commodity management systems provided in 
respective stores is supplied. The host computer receives pieces of 
commodity information from the commodity management systems 
automaticalty with prescribed timing, and processes the received pieces 
of commodity Information into data that matches user needs, for 
example so as to arrange commodities on order of prices. When 
receiving a request from a user over the network, the host computer 
supplies the user Ihe pieces of commodity information with data obtained 
by processing in accordance witti the user's request 

In the above shopping assisting apparatus and the commodity 
search system, a mediation means such as a host computer is supplied. 
The mediation means receives information relating to commodities from 
stores, generates commodity information, convenient for a user, of a 
commodity the user wants to buy, and supplies the generated 
commodity Information to the user. The commodity search system 
which relates to information collection, shows that information collection 
is performed automatically vwth prescribed timing. 

However, the above configurations cannot provide a system 
cap^le of supplying commodity information to a user efficiently with a 
sophisticated mechanism that properly benefits both of stores that 
provide a commodity at lower prices and a user who wants to buy the 
commodity. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

An object of the present invention is therefore to provide a service 
method that mediates between stores and a user by generating selling 
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price information that satisfies both sides based on pieces of commodity 
price information held by stores or individuals such as commodity selling 
prices of stores. 

To attain the above object, the invention realizes, as a business, 
by pro^nd^ng a management server for establishing an accounting 
system, a selling price information mediation service method. The 
management server Is an information processing apparaUis, mediates 
an information requester who requests commodity information and 
inlbrmation providers who provide commodily Information, collects 
commodity information, generates selling price information, and supplies 
it to the information requester. That is, the management server directly 
receives, over a network, requirements of an information requester, 
collects pieces of commodity information that satisfy the requirements, 
generates commodity selling price information that satisfy the 
requirements, and supplies it to the Information requester. 

More specifically, the invention provides a selling price 
Information mediation service method that is a method for mediating and 
supplying, over a network, selling price information induding selling 
prices of a commodfty In respective stores and Information about the 
stores, 

A system that realizes this method comprises at least one 
information requ^er terminal that requests selling price information, a 
plurality of Information provider terminals that provide the selling price 
information, and a management server that is an information processing 
apparatus. The management server mediates selling price information 
between the information requester temminal and the information provider 
terminals, over a netvs^ork. 

The management server executes the steps of the fbllowings. 
One is receiving, from the information requester terminal, an information 



4 



request that requests selling price information about a commodity, and 
communicating the information request to the information providers. 
Another is collecting pieces of selling price information that are received 
from part of the information provider terminals and mat<^ the information 
request, and generating collected selling price information that matches 
the information request. Another Is supplying the collected selling price 
Information to the Information requester terminal, and charging the 
information requester terminal a prescribed information supply fee and 
mediation commission. And the other is performing processing for 
paying a prescribed infomner fee to the part of the Information provider 
terminals that provided the pieces of selling price information that match 
the information request 

The above method can realize a business in which ttte operation 
manager receives an information supply fee and a mediation 
commission from the information requester and pays informer fees to the 
Information providers, the difference being a profit 

In the BhovB mediation service method, the selling price 
Information mediating service may employ a membership system. And 
the management server may register an information requester and 
information providers as members after causing them to clarify their 
Identities, and may identity a person who has caused a problem by 
distributing erroneous Information upon occurrence of the problem. 

The management server may keep a history of an information 
provider who caused a problem and disdose the history to the 
information requester terminal. This allows the information requester to 
judge the reliability of the selling price information of each information 
provider terminal. 

The request Information may include Information indicating a 
restrictive area where an information requester can buy the commodity. 
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And the management server may supply the information requester 
terminal with only pieces of selling price information of stores located in 

the restrictive area. 

The management server may supply the information requester 
terminal with part of the collected selling price tnfomiation that excludes 
information about stores before supplving the collected selling price 
information to Vne information requester terminal. 

The management server may perform processing for paying a 
prescribed infonner fee to only part of the information provider terminals 
that provided pieces of selling price information with some ones of a 
lowest selling price and prices close to it after selling the collected selling 
price information to Ihe information requester temriinal. 

The operation of the aioove selling price information mediation 
service method is as follows. The mOTagement server that Is an 
information processing apparatus receives, firom the terminal of an 
information requester, survey information about a commodity for which 
the Information requester wants to survey a selling price or the like. 
The received survey information is publicized for the terminals of 
information pro>flders who are registered as members in the 
management server, in order to collect pieces of selling price Information. 
The management server extracts pieces with lower selling prices 
Information from pieces of selling price information provided by the 
terminals of information providers^ sells the extracted pieces of selling 
price information to the information requester through his terminal, and 
charges tfie infonnallon requester an information supply fee and a 
mediation commission. The management server performs processing 
for pa^ng informer fees to the information providers who pro\ided the 
pieces of selling price information that have been sold to the Information 
requester. A business is established ijecause the mediation by the 
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management server produces a profit that is equal to the information 
supply fee and the mediation commission received from the information 
requester minus the informer fees paid to the information providers- An 
income can eJso be expected by allowing advertisements to be put in the 
service, 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

Fig- 1 shows a system that realize a selling price information 
mediating service acx^ording to an embodiment of the present invention; 

Fig. 2 is a flowchart showing exemplary functions and operations 
of the system of Fig. 1 ; 

Fig, 3 shows an initial menu picture of the selling price 
information mediating service according to tiie embodiment of the 
present invention that is displayed on an information requester terminal 
or an information provider terminal; 

Fig. 4 shows a picture of a new survey request form that Is 
displayed upon selection of an item "New survey request" in the picftjre 
of Fig- 3; 

Fig. 5 shows a price survey request commodity list picture that is 
displayed when a "Listing of Information collection commodities and 
information pro^rfsion" button is manipulated in the picture of Fig. 3; 

Rg, 6 shows an information provision form picture that is 
displayed when the line corresponding to a certain request item is 
manipulated in the picture of Fig, 5; 

Rg. 7 shows a request commodity status confirmation picture 
that is displayed when a "Request (X)mmodity status check'' button Is 
selects in the picture of Fig, 3; 

Fig. 8 shows a price information collection result picture that is 
displayed when a "Buy information" button is manipulated in the picture 
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of Fig. 7; and 

Rg. 9 is a flowchart showing exemplary functions and operations 
tiiat are performed when a claim for problems is Issued to an information 
provider by manipulating a "Claim" button in the picture of Fig, 3. 

DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED EMBODIMENT 

The present invention will be hereinafter described in detail with 
reference to the accompanying drawings. 

The configuration of a system that resJizes a selling price 
information mediating service according to an embodiment of the 
Invention wilt be described below with reference to Fig. 1 * The system 
Is composed of a network 101 and an Infomnation requester terminal 102, 
a plurality of information provider terminals 103, and one m^agement 
server 1 04 all of which are connected to the networic 1 01 . 

The management server 104 is an infomnation processing 
apparatus that is operated by a person (hereinafter referred to as 
"operation manager") who operates and manages the selling price 
information mediating service being discussed. Being a personal 
computer, for example, the information requester terminal 1 02 is 
installed and manipulated by a person (hereinafter referred to as 
"information requester'') who wants to collect plec^ of selling price 
information with lower selling prices. Being a personal computer, for 
example, each Information provider terminal 103 Is installed and 
manipulated by a person (hereinafter refen^ed to as "infomnation 
provider**) who wants to provide selling price information with a lower 
selling price. 

The above system configuration provides an environment in 
which the information requester terminal 1 02 and the Information 
provider temninals 1 03 can exchange data over the networI< 1 01 with the 
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management server 1 04 serving as a mediator. 

Next, exemplary functions and operations of the system of f=1g. 1 
ypAll be described with reference to a flowchart of Fig, 2. The information 
requester terminal 102, the information provider temninats 103, and the 
management server 1 04 have functions that are written in respective 
blocl<s shown in Fig. 2. The functions and the operations shown in Rg. 
2 are perfomned in time-series order in the downward direction in Fig. 2. 

First, at step 201 , using the information requester terminal 1 02 
the information requester requests the management server 104 to have 
himself registered as a member Information requester who will receive 
the selling price information mediating service being discussed. In 
response, at step 202, the management server 104 registers the 
Information requester at the information requester terminal 102 as a 
member information requester. Similarly, at step 203, using his 
information provider terminal 103 each information provider requests the 
management server 104 to have himself registered as a member 
Information provider. At step 204, the management server 1 04 
registers each inforniation provider at his Information requester terminal 
1 02 as a member information provider. Specifically, a member list 
having data to be described below is generated in a prescribed memory 
area of the management server 1 04. 

A member number and a password or the lli<e that is used in 
receiving the service are assigned to each of the information requester 
and the information providers who have been registered as members of 
the membership system. Recorded In the member list, the information 
requester and the information providers are allowed to use the system of 
the selling price information mediating service, it is possible for one 
user to be given rights of both of a member Information requester and a 
member Information provider. The management server 1 04 may 
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automatically assign individual data such as member numbers. 
Alternatively, the operation manager may assign such individual data 
using a terminal. 

It is preferable that a large number of information requesters and 
information providers be registered as members by inviting a broad 
range of people (e.g., the public) to join the system. When each 
information requester or infonnnation provider is registered as a member, 
his identity is confirmed and a settlement method for paymerrt or 
reception of each of an information supply fee, a mediation commission, 

and an informer fee- 
After completion of the member registration, communication 
relating to request for and provision of selling price information can be 
started. 

Next, a procedure of information request and provision will be 
described. 

When the Information requester who has been registered as a 
member wants to survey lower selling prices of a commodity that is 
mari<eted commonly and stores selling it, at step 205 he issues a price 
survey request to the management server 104 using the information 
requester terminal 102. 

A survey request procedure will be descrilsed below with 
reference to Figs. 3-6 in addition to Figs. 1 and 2. Figs. 3-8 show 
pictures of various menus, input and display forms, etc. that are 
displayed on each tenninal in the system of the selling price information 
mediating service. 

Using the information requester terminal 102 the Information 
requester calls and connects to the management server 1 04 via the 
network 101 , and thereby receives an initial menu picture as shown in 
Fig. 3 and has it displayed on the Information requester terminal 1 02. A 
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prescribed secret key code may be so set as to allow only the registered 
members to obtain this picture at this step. Alternatively, tine password 
of each member may be used combined with the member number for 
this purpose. 

in the initial menu picture, a survey requester menu for an 
information requester including a "New survey request" button 301 , a 
"Request commodity status check" button 302, and a "Claim" button 303, 
and an information provider menu including a "listing of Information 
collection commodities and information pro>rtsion" button 304 are 
displayed as a menu list. 

If the information requester manipulates the "New survey 
requesf button 301 In the initial menu picture, a new survey request 
form as shown in Fig. 4 that is a form to be used for requesting a new 
survey Is displayed. 

For example, the new survey request form has input spaces for 
information necesssuy for the survey: a member number space 401 , 
input spaces for surfece commodity information that are a classification 
space 402, a maker space 403, and a product name space 404, an area 
restriction space 405, a limit price space 406, a deadline dateAime space 
407, and an others space 408 as a description space. The information 
requester inputs on the information requester terminal 1 02, to the 
respective spaces of this form, pieces of information necessary for the 
survey that are his member number, pieces of information that Identify a 
commodity or the like for which he requests information, an area where 
the survey should be performed, an upper limit offer price, a deadline 
date/time of the information collecUon, and other supplemental 
information. After the input of the above information, the information 
requester manipulates a "Request a survey" button 409. As a result, 
step 205 shown in Fig. 2 is executed, whereby the contents of the survey 
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request of the information requester are registered on the management 
server 104. 

On the other hand, using the Information provider terminal 1 03 
the Information provider calls and connects to the management server 
1 04 via the network 1 01 , and thereby has the Initial menu picture as 
shown in Hg. 3 displayed on the information provider terminal 103. If 
the information provider manipulates the "Listing of information collection 
commodities and information provision" button 304 in the Initial menu 
picture, whereby at step 206 the contents of survey requests including 
the above-described survey request are listed in a price survey request 
commodity list picture having a form of Fig. 5, for example. It is 
expected that the labor of the information pro^rfder's searching for an 
object to which to provide information increases as the number of survey 
request commodities Increases. A target-limited search is enabled by 
causing the information providers to select a classification of 
commodities in advance- 
In the exemplary list of survey request commodities shown In Rg. 
5, "personal computer" is designated as a classification of price survey 
request commodities and pieces of information of each request item that 
are a maker, a product name, area restriction, a limit price, ttie number of 
requests, and a deadline date/time are displayed as a list 

If the list includes a request item for which the information 
provider can pro^^de selling price irrformation, he provides the 
information at step 207* If the information proN^der decides selection of 
that line in the list of Fig. 5 which correspond to a request to which he 
intends to provide selling price information, an Informaflon provision form 
picture as shown in Rg. 6 is displayed on the information provider 
tenninal 103. In this example. Fig. 6 conresponds to a case that the 
request ftem on the top line of the list of Fig. S has been selected. 
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In the information provision form, pieces of information input by 
an information requester such as the above-mentioned survey request 
information, area restriction, and limit price as well as Input spaces that 
ere a member number space 601 , a store name space 602, a selling 
price space 603, a telephone number space 604, and a supplemental 
information space 605 are displayed. The Information provider Inputs 
his member number to the member number space of the form 601 , 
inputs a selling price that he possesses to the selling price space 603, 
and inputs information relating to a store to the store name space 602 
and the telephone number space 604. \i necessary, the information 
provider inputs supplemental infomnation to the supplemental 
information space 605- After completion of the input, to make a 
decision, the information provider manipulates a "Provide information" 
button 606 in the picture- As a result, the provided information is sent to 
the management server 104 over the neihwork 101 and stored therein in 
a prescribed area. The information providing operation (step 207 in Fig. 
2) is thus completed. 

When the deadline date/time specified by the information 
requester terminal 102 has been reached, at step 208 the management 
server 104 collects pieces of information received from information 
provider terminals 103 so far and stores tiiose pieces of information as 
collected selling price information. Part of the collected staling price 
information thus stored is displayed on the request commodity status 
confirmation picture as shown in Fig. 7 when the information requester 
manipulates the "Request commodity status check" button 302 in the 
Initio menu picture shown in Fig. 3 that is displayed on the information 
requester terminal 1 02 by calling the management server 1 04. The 
information requester can confirm the part of the collected selling price 
information using this picture (step 209). 



E 



13 



In the request commodity slatus confimnation picture shown in 
Fig. 7, three pieces of information with three lowest prices among the 
collected pieces of selling price information are displayed. Rattier than 
ail the information pro\ided, only selling prices, provider information, and 
supplemenial infomnation are shown or publicized in this picture* An 
information provider who caused a problem In flue past can be indicated 
as provider Information. That is, the management server 1 04 manages 
and collects pieces of such statistical information of problem-causing 
histories as an Information provider who has provided one of the pieces 
of price information concerned presented an erroneous price in the past 
and holds tfiose In a prescribed area. For example, Such information 
can be displayed as provider information. 

Based on tfie information in thfs picture displayed on the 
informaflon requester terminal 102, the information requester considers 
whether to buy "Oie collected selling price information in the picture. If 
the information requester has decided to buy the collected selling price 
infomnation, at step 210 he manipulates a "Buy information'' button 701 in 
the picture. Informed of the manipulation of the "Buy information" 
button 701 , tiie management server 1 04 requests the information 
requester (member) to pay an Information supply fee and a mediation 
commission according to a prescribed procedure and collect those from 
the information requester by a settiement method that was determined at 
the time of member registration, for example electronic payment. 

After completion of the settlement has been confirmed, at step 
21 1 the management server 104 sends the collected selling price 
information thus bought to the Information requester terminal 102 by 
Electronic mail (hereinafter call e-mail). 

Fig. 8 shows an example of a manner of showing information in 
the e-maiL As shown in Fig, 8, not only the selling prices but also 
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informaiion necessary to buy the commodity such as store names and 
their telephone numbers Is shown in the e-msJl. 

The infomiation requester confirms, in a prescribed period, 
whether the received information does not have an error. If tiiere is no 
error, the Information requester need not do anything. In this manner, 
the information requester can acquire all the information necessary to 
buy the commodity that Is included in the selling price information thus 
bought and supplied. At a time point when the confirmation period has 
elapsed, the management server 1 04 considers that the information 
delivery has compfeted. At step 213, as the operation manager the 
management server 104 performs settlement processing for unsettled 
informer fees and commissions between the information requester^ the 
information pro^rfders, and the operation manager according to 
settlement methods that were determined at tfie time of member 
registration. 

In the above description, the management server 1 04 obtains 
information fi^om the information requester terminal 102 or the 
information provider terminer 103 upon manipulation of a button in a 
picture and processes the obtained information using a prescribed 
program. Alternatively, the operation manager who uses an operation 
manager terminal of the management serv^ 1 04 may cause information 
received from the information requester termini 102 or the information 
provider terminal 1 03 to be displayed on the screen of the terminal and 
processes the received informaiion according to a displayed picture. 

The information requester has an opportunity of making a claim 
for problems against the management server 1 04 or the operation 
manager In case the received informaiion has such the problem as the 
received information is in error. 
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Fig. 9 is a flowchart showing exemplary operations that are 
performed in making a claim for problems. Rg. 9 shows a flow of 
operations that are performed in making a claim for problems after the 
management server 104 sends the collected selling price information to 
the information requester terminal 102 at step 21 1 in Fig. 2. 

At step 903, the information requester issues a claim for 
problems to the management server 1 04 or the operation manager in the 
above-mentioned prescribed confirmation period by manipulating the 
"Claim" button 303 in the initio menu picture shown in Fig. 3- At step 
904, the operation manager informs the information pro^rfder concerned 
of the claim for problems and requests him to make a necessary 
correction- In this case, at step 905, the infomfiation requester is 
refunded the fees that he paid previously. 

Information indicating whether a problem such as a claim for 
problems has occurred is recorded in a prescribed area of tine 
nianagement server 104, and will be conveyed to an information 
requester as provider information (described above) In a future 
transaction. The system can be so configured as to prevent recurrence 
of a problem by, for example, expelling a member who has caused many 
problems and refusing acceptance of information fr^om the member after 
the expelling. 

The above-described selling price information mediation service 
method according to the invention allows an information requester to 
collect, over a network, Information about stores that market a desired 
commodity at lower prices and to buy the information. An information 
provider can sell information such as a selling price he possesses* An 
operation manager can realize a business in which he earns 
commissions through mediation between an information requester and 
information providers. 
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Provision of erroneous information can be prevented by 
emploi^ng a membership system in which every one of information 
requesters and information providers is made members and the identity 
of an information requester or an information provider is clarified when 
he is registered as a member. Even if erroneous Information is 
provided, it is easy to impose sanction against the information pro\^der 
concerned. Disclosing, to an information requester, information of an 
Information provider who caused a problem In the past can help the 
information requester to judge ttie rellabirrty of informafion received, 

SetCng a limit price at the time of requesting Information prevente 
provision of information with a higher selling price of a commodity 
concerned than an upper limit price that the information requester 
assumes, as well as buying of meaningless information. RestrlcSng an 
area where stores should be located at the time of requesting 
information makes it possible to obtain only information of stores from 
which the information requester can buy a commodity concerned. 

An operation manager collects pieces of information provided 
and di^loses only part of the collected information, that is, information 
excluding Infomnalfon about stores. This can prevent an information 
requester from using selling price information wfthout buying it. 

Paying an Informer fee to only persons who provided pieces of 
information that have been supplied to an information requester makes it 
unnecessary to pay bj\ informer fee to an Information provider who 
provided meaningless information. 

Where a large number of members use tfiis system, an 
advertisement charge can be received from a third party who places an 
advertisement in the service. 



